The Civil War remains a pivotal event in southern history, with many themes resurfacing throughout its long academic life. Yet, one area that Civil War historians tend to ignore is material culture, which could open an entirely new vein of interpretation while also underscoring the intersections between race, class, and gender on the battlefield and home front. War Matters offers a refreshing analysis of the economic, social, political, and cultural nuances of the Civil War era through the use of material culture. Editor Joan E. Cashin and her fellow contributors focus on objects as small as pocketbook bibles and as vast as battlefields in order to deepen our understanding of the ongoing debates in the field and to familiarize us with newer themes.
As a multidisciplinary approach, material culture uses theoretical strands from many fields, such as archeology, anthropology, sociology, and art history, and weaves them together to create historical discourse. Theoretical debates abound within the community, as witnessed by the theory discussed by many of the contributing historians in their essays. Do objects have agency because they can provoke human action? Or do objects and humans remain dependent on each other? Better yet, is material culture not about agency at all, rather about the change of meaning over time and according to place? These are the debates that remain central to the scholars' analyses. The reader gets the sense that many of these debates are still ongoing.
The breadth of topics in this volume points to the wide applicability of material culture as an approach in the historical profession. Joan E. Cashin and Peter Carmichael both tackle the relics saved by soldiers on both sides of the war and how that played into their identities. Cashin emphasizes the use of revolutionary era symbols by both sides to legitimize and validate their cause, while subsequently demonizing the other. Carmichael studies the divergent ways Emily Wells is an MA student at LSU studying the role of middle-class women in antebellum southern economy. She is interested in material culture as a means to explore the tangibility of the lived experience.
